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On July 22, President Virgilio Barco said his government will join a round of preliminary peace talks
with guerrillas, and leaders of political parties, the Church and labor, in Bogota on July 29. M-19
guerrillas released Conservative Party leader Alvaro Gomez Hurtado last week on the condition
of arranging this "national dialogue." M-19 abducted Gomez, a two-time presidential candidate,
on May 29. Negotiations toward his release and the arrangements for the dialogue took place in
Panama during the second week of July. For weeks prior to the July 23 announcement, Barco's
government had refused to negotiate for Gomez. However, Colombian journalists and political
analysts predicted that the government would ultimately participate in the talks with the guerrillas
in an effort to bring about a reduction in violence sweeping the country. The government's "new
direction" in coping with the violence appears to be as yet undecided. Rafael Pardo, minister in
charge of "national rehabilitation" and Barco's point man on the guerrilla problem, informed the
Washington Post last week that the government "does appear impotent." He said the violence in
Colombia is at "a critical point... without precedent in the past 30 years." According to a government
report, killings in 1986 totaled over 14,000. Pardo told the Post that the 1987 figure was higher, with a
substantial minority of the homicides politically motivated. The Colombian government believes the
rebel groups are major contributors to the violence. Curiously, Gomez's abduction was performed
by one of the groups that in recent months had caused the government relatively little trouble.
(M-19 was responsible for the takeover of the Palace of Justice in 1985.) According to Pardo, despite
M-19's proven ability to make headlines, the group has only 500 combatants nationwide. The largest
guerrilla organization is the Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces (FARC), whose combatants
number in the thousands. Other major rebel forces include the National Liberation Army (ELN),
responsible for frequent attacks on the country's biggest oil pipeline; and, the People's Liberation
Army (EPL), with strongholds in north- central Colombia. Pardo said that in some areas FARC has
become involved in coca cultivation and processing. But in other parts of the country, he stated, the
rebels and the drug barons are at war. Many traffickers have become large landowners and thus, are
in conflict with the armed revolutionaries espousing land reform. In the past three years, more than
300 supporters of the Patriotic Union (UP), a political party founded after a previous government-
guerrilla negotiation, have been killed. The UP is described as the FARC's political arm. Pardo
said the killings are traced to drug traffickers or ultra-right death squads which are often linked to
the military and the police. Pardo and other officials claim that the government will not engage in
a dirty war against the guerrillas. Instead, the current government's strategy is to sponsor social
and economic reforms aimed at reducing the guerrillas' political support; keep the rebels in check
through military operations; and, maintain lines of communication that could eventually produce
a negotiated settlement. [The government has a radio-telephone "hot line" with FARC leaders.]
An aspect of Barco's reforms was to dissolve a 30- year-old agreement between his Liberal Party
and the Conservatives to share power in every administration. In the words of Juan Tokatlian, a
guerrilla expert and director of the Center of International Studies at the University of the Andes,
"The government has been trying to relegitimate the political system, to make it clear it's not just
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the same old club." The Center, located on a hillside in Bogota, has produced several members of
the Barco administration. Tokatlian told the Post that the government has also launched ambitious
programs to improve roads and education in the countryside and to attack poverty. However, the
Barco administration has not been able to apply enough money to make a substantial difference.
"The Gomez kidnapping was very clever for M-19," Tokatlian said. "The purpose was to isolate the
government, to show its inabilities and to internationalize the issue." M-19 leader Carlos Pizarro
at one point in the Panama talks demanded government participation. Bogota refused, stating that
negotiations would be possible only after Gomez was released. The government's ultimate goal in
any talks with the rebels is to see them disarmed. Similar negotiations several years ago did not lead
to rebel disarmament. At present, it is not known whether FARC, EPL or ELN will participate in a
dialogue organized by M-19. Tokatlian pointed out that FARC is the most unlikely to disarm as long
as so many UP members are being murdered. (Basic data from Washington Post, 07/20/88, 07/23/88
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